Institutionalizing public engagement through research in UK universities: Perceptions, predictions and paradoxes concerning the state of the art.
We also included a profiling section, which asked only where respondents worked, for example a university or science centre, and the nature of their role. To incentivize participation in the survey and further protect the anonymity of participants, where the population of university based PE specialists in the UK is relatively modest and interconnected, we intentionally avoided asking respondents to disclose their institutional affiliation. The accounts presented herein are not, therefore, differentiated by institutional type though we acknowledge a correlation between operational variance in PE and differences of institutional focus, infrastructure and location. We also recognise within PE a broad range of activities connected to an assortment of different kinds of professional service roles in universities. A further intentional omission was profiling and subsequent segmentation of respondents by social determinants such as age or gender, though it subsequently became apparent that there is a conspicuous gender dimension to the PE in HE support role. We also avoided providing any guidance related to meanings of PE or imposing our own ideas of what PE is or might be taken to be.
Knowing our target audience, we undertook purposive sampling and used the delegate list of the National Co-ordinating Centre for Public Engagement 2014 national conference to identify potential respondents who numbered approximately n=320. We also distributed the survey online using the PSCI.com mailing list dedicated to UK science communication and public engagement practitioners. The survey returned 90 completed responses. Given our intended focus on exploring the role and identities of professional service staff working in PE in UK HE contexts we omitted all those working outside of UK universities or who had roles that were other than administrative or of a support-capacity. Consequently, surveys returned from academic staff working in UK universities were also discounted leaving us with 72 responses, which are represented within our discussion as excerpts (E1-25) that encompass both questions. In the context of these responses it is pertinent to note that despite what we have already alluded to as the diversity of PE in HE contexts, we encountered a privileging, perhaps even a monopolizing of a paradigm of PE as an activity servicing academic research. Consequently, our discussion is limited to a consideration of PE through research and makes no account of other aspects of universities' PE portfolio, such as for instance student community volunteering.
Nonetheless, we take this kind of albeit inadvertent biasing to signify the dominance or higher-visibility of a paradigm of PE through research within universities in the UK.
We employed an inductive approach to analysing the responses to the two qualitative and open-ended questions and subsequently coded our data into three substantive categories that respondents attributed as factors affecting the current and future state and status of PE in UK universities: (i) 
Findings
In the first instance, respondents articulated complementarity in the way academics and support staff conceptualize challenges of PE in UK universities. They referred to the variable status of PE as it occurs within a higher education system, itself responding to pressures of marketization, neoliberalization (cf. Peck and Tickell 2002) and the proliferation of performance and audit cultures. They also suggested that a rationalization of what academics do is increasingly fiscally oriented and justified in the terms of performance evaluation. Respondents, consequently reflected on PE existing as more of a peripheral rather than central aspect of the academic portfolio and one also aligned more to administrative than academic labour and/or to those who Whitchurch (2012) designates as 'third space'
professionals. Yet even in the latter context, they made comment that the status of PE as an administrative activity is blurry and hindered by the lack of an agreed definition of function and attributed dearth of institutional status and professional esteem. Indeed, the variety of ways that respondents communicated their professional role: 'REF administrator'; 'outreach co-ordinator'; 'communications manager'; 'community liaison manager'; 'cultural partnership manager'; and 'public engagement with research manager' can be taken to confirm the granularity of PE in the professional services context. Concurrently and conversely, their accounts converge upon and are dominated by a paradigm of PE most attuned to the last of these roles, which is explicitly about engagement of research. Indeed most of the accounts are bounded, perhaps almost indiscriminately, by a vision of PE as an activity servicing more operational and less altruistic needs and as specific to research governance. commented that issues in funding and support for PE activity in universities together with a lack of availability of training and skills in PE; low rates of pay; short-term contracts; and occupational precariousness, collectively contribute to unevenness in the quality and extent of PE across and within UK universities.
PE in the REF context
The significance of the relationship between an impact agenda for higher education and PE undertaken by academics in UK universities, particularly as it has unfolded in the context of REF2014, has been well observed (cf. Watermeyer 2015b). However, whilst an early suggestion that the incorporation of impact in REF2014 would significantly increase the value attributed to PE activity by academics and their institutions, many academics, particularly those at the vanguard of the UK's university PE community, felt that PE as a type of 'soft' impact would be deselected in university's institutional REF submissions in preference for 'harder' forms (habitually economic) of impact that were more likely to invoke the largesse of subpanel academic reviewers.
What is now known subsequent to REF2014 is that despite firm indication from HEFCE that PE should not be counted as a form of impact, PE was a conspicuous feature of many impact case studies. A simple search of HEFCE's REF impact casestudy database using the term 'public engagement' reveals that of 6,637 documents submitted by UK universities to REF2014, 4871 case studies are reported as featuring PE. In the context of social science disciplines or those units of assessment comprising Main Panel C, this segments further to 1606 case studies. In the context of the education sub-panel 26 and sociology sub-panel 23, our home disciplines, this relates to 163 and 92 case studies, respectively. When looked at from the perspective of our two (research intensive) institutions, the universities of Bath and Cardiff, this equates to 28 and 59 case studies featuring PE from a possible 56 and 90, respectively submitted to REF2014. In other words, in the context of the universities of Bath and Cardiff, PE featured in 50% and 66% of their respective REF2014 impact submissions. Table 1 As PE secures more coherence and stabilizes as an academic activity, some respondents claimed a more strategic approach to PE is required utilising new technologies and new ways of engaging various public groups:
We are utilising different types of PE vehicles (particularly digital platforms) as alternatives to the more 'traditional' school outreach programmes. There has been progress and the (small) research centre I work for has a much more visible presence online, and we plan our activities in a much more strategic way and prioritise audiences and activities. (E5) Others, however, opined that PE's inherent eclecticism presented organizational challenges:
Public engagement spans a diverse range of meanings and activities . . . This breadth is exciting but occasionally unwieldy for those of us working in it, sharing it, planning it and trying to consider future strategies for it. (E6) Some respondents commented that where PE was being operationalized to complement an institution's impact needs and/or performance based strategy, it was losing a creative and critical edge. A similar effect has been observed in the performance evaluation of research and teaching (cf. Watermeyer and Olssen 2016):
Whilst it is good that the idea of involving the public has become more accepted and resourced, this work needs to maintain an experimental and fluid edge that mainstreaming may blunt. (E7) Others still, felt that an impact agenda had hijacked the significance of PE:
Although usually there can't be any impact without some form of engagement with one's research, the term engagement does not carry as much weight as 'impact'. (E8)
It might of course be argued that the value of PE has only risen where associated with impact in the terms of performance evaluation. Were this association not to be made and were there to be no role for PE in the REF, its rationalization as a part of the academic portfolio and as organized for instance in work allocation models, would surely weaken, as have many other aspects of academic citizenship (cf.
Macfarlane 2015). In other words, the future of PE in HE and for that matter its current status, depends upon its correlation to performance management and the extent to which it might be institutionalized, professionalized and, therefore, evaluated. For PE to be taken seriously by institutions, it must necessarily form a part of HE's fiscal rationalization whether that be as a marketing and recruitment device or as expressed here, a pathway to measurable and remunerated impact. We might further conjecture that PE as an expression of academic altruism may be 
PE in the RCUK context
While the REF was considered by respondents to be an enabler of PE activity, the vagaries of the UK's research funding system embodied with the UK research funding councils (RCUK), were seen to significantly handicap the profile and potential of PE as an academic activity. Respondents for instance identified a discontinuation of ring-fenced funding for PE -on the basis of an alleged perception from RCUK of it already being sufficiently embedded within institutional cultures -as detrimental to the way with which it was perceived and prioritised by researchers, particularly in the context of research funding applications. Furthermore, respondents such as in E10, argued that collapsing support for PE into the mandatory 'pathways to impact statements' of RCUK funding applications, reflected not only the strategic response of funding councils to continuing austerity in the distribution of public funds and an erroneous belief that PE was firmly nested in institutional culture, but coterminously the devaluation and instrumentalization of PE to an impact generating function.
Others stated, such as in E11, that the growing scarcity of dedicated funding sources for PE was resulting in a lost-opportunity to consolidate and build upon good practice.
Funding councils sent out a message that PE was now "embedded" in the research process and should therefore be funded exclusively via Pathways to Impact. In line with this, research councils (with the exception of STFC) ended their dedicated PE schemes. This decision coincided with a previous Comprehensive Spending Review, so I hope it isn't unduly cynical to see this move as a way of managing, and being seen to manage a more constrained budget with a more strategic-sounding commitment to "impact". I can say with some assuredness that public engagement with research is not seriously considered as part of the research process by most grant applicants and is very far from anything that could reasonably be described as embedded . . .
(E10)
While the benefits and rationale for PE are well understood within the HE sector, efforts to build on current activities are stymied by a highly restrictive funding environment. (E11) Overall, where the visibility of PE within researching funding processes was seen by respondents to have diminished, they suggested that funding applicants were correspondingly neglecting to fully account for (the cost of) PE in their research plans and, therefore, forgoing an opportunity with which to fully maximize and exploit its potential value:
The costing of PE activity in grant proposals is often forgotten. However, when it is included in the grant, much good quality, grassroots PE is being accomplished and evaluated. (E12) PE is well documented for being resource demanding and not inexpensive (cf. Stilgoe and Wilsdon 2009). However, as respondents seem to suggest, a 'half-way' approach to its funding is neither helpful to the extent to which it can engender positive change nor the extent to which it is perceived by members of the HE community as a catalyst for such. The way in which PE may be constructed and construed in the specific context of RCUK 'Pathways to Impact' statements is also further disadvantaged by ambivalence from academics (authors and reviewers) regarding the evaluative worth of such declarations (cf. Chubb and Watermeyer 2016).
Furthermore, for PE professional services staff, access to such funding is off-limits where its intended recipients are more or less exclusively academic. PE in such terms is organised to be more academically, less administratively led; an arrangement other than the dominant paradigm observed in UK universities.
Professionalization and institutional resourcing
The institutionalization of PE in both REF and RCUK contexts, was seen by respondents as spokespersons and practitioners of 'third-mission' activity (cf. Laredo 2007), to hinge on the proliferation and professionalization of a cadre of university engagement specialists. These were perceived -and in part self-reflected -as a specific type of higher education professional, neither generalist support staff nor academics with general interest in PE but quasi-academics or 'boundary walkers' arguably 'lost in the third space' (Watermeyer 2015b) of HE. These were also a cadre who respondents perceived as leveraging increased legitimacy and recognition within institutional contexts, albeit as distinct from typical forms of institutional capital (see E13). However, as illustrated within E14, the growing abundance and visibility of such types was also considered by respondents to simultaneously confirm the relevance of PE as a facet of university life and potentially dilute its potency as a catalyst of change where it became institutionally grounded, A further majority of respondents suggested considerable variation in the kinds of investment being made in supporting PE activity across different institutions, contributing to an overall patchiness in the quality and overall professionalism of organizational support for PE in UK HE: I think it is highly variable between universities -some have well-established support and are recognising the importance, whereas others are slower to adopt this. I think a particular challenge is to get the recognition across the sector. (E18) Currently I think it is a patchwork. Some institutions recognise its value and supply core funding, others tolerate it and it survives on a shoestring, good will and networks. (E19) Co-incidentally in the process of distributing our online survey we discovered that significant numbers of prospective respondents were on short-term contracts;
reflecting an overall trend of labour casualization in HE contexts. We received a large number of automatically generated e-mail responses that indicated that the intended recipient of our invitation had left their post as a consequence of exhausted grant funding. This theme of short-termism was revisited in survey responses where respondents complained that while investments in university PE had been made, these investments were now in decline with much rich learning, expertise and momentum squandered:
At the university level, various strategic initiatives (e.g. Beacons, Catalysts etc.) have brought PE up the agenda. These initiatives have provided some opportunities to create genuine cultural change, and their impact has definitely been noticeable in terms of the breadth and ambition of PE undertaken by academics who are game for that kind of thing. Institutional strategic commitment has been essential in sanctioning these changes.
However, recent developments amongst some of the Beacon universities suggest that this work is easily undone. For example, the former Cardiff Beacon has lost its original (and highly experienced) PE staff following restructuring as has UCL. UCL, in particular, did ground-breaking and exemplary work for institutional PE, so the departure of both of their excellent PE staff just as a restructuring takes place does not suggest an environment that is supportive of, or understands what is required to maintain the progress they had made. It is also worth noting that staff from each of these institutions left to become freelance. Of course, there are many ways to interpret this, but one reading of the situation is that academia isn't exactly bursting with opportunities for PE staff to apply and extend their expertise. (E20) Across the various survey responses we collated there was an attitude that while efforts to embed PE in UK universities had opened up the possibility of an alternative university career pathway and HE 'professional' role, this pathway was hindered by the same kind of occupational precariousness suffered by early career researchers and a corresponding lack of institutional recognition and support that was seen to befall academics with enthusiasm for and profile in undertaking public engagement (cf. Watermeyer 2015).
We also identified inadvertently 3 through the distribution of the survey that the majority of respondents were female, with many out-of-office replies indicating that the addressee was on maternity leave. Whilst, it is not our intention nor do we have sufficient scope in this article to further consider the gendered dimension of PE working cultures within HE contexts, we recognize that this is an important dimension that requires further consideration.
Securing the future of PE?
In considering the future landscape of PE in UK HE, respondents volunteered a number of albeit similar suggestions of what they conjectured to be necessary in securing its legacy as a (legitimate) university mission. Within these suggestions, respondents stressed the importance of collaboration and a more inter-fused multistakeholder response both at an individual level between researchers and university PE support staff and at an institutional level, between universities and external public-facing organisations:
It has to be about exceptional partnerships -For the public to have excellent experiences it must be done in collaboration: with theatres, museums, galleries, NGOs, broadcasters, games makers and equally, at times, with amateurs and hobbyists, involving the public themselves. Public engagement is about the society we want to be part of and to help create. (E21) 3 Gender was not a component of the survey's participant profiling.
They also suggested that for PE to become a more visible and integral part of research practice it would need to be formalized and incentivized as a part of academics' performance review processes:
For PE to become more embedded in universities and research, it needs to be included in PDR [performance development review] or annual appraisals of research staff and for them to be recognised and rewarded. (E22)
Respondents also pointed to a need for explicit reporting and auditing of PE activity in the context of research grant awards and suggested that where researchers had not fulfilled their PE obligations, funders could rightfully demand a return of funds:
Funders need to actually pay attention to whether the public engagement activities mentioned in grants were actually done, and if not, ask for some of the grant money back. There is also an issue of quality -public engagement is a professional skill. To do it well, experts (communicators) need to work If 'impact' is going to be a large part of REF2020, then those engagement professionals need to be properly funded and supported to do their roles properly. I think that in the future such individuals could be thought of as "impact multipliers" who massively increase the impact of research on end users and researchers alike. (E24) Grassroots development of PE core skills was also recommended by respondents as a formal part of postgraduate and undergraduate curricula. We might then infer that early-stage knowledge and skill-building for students might also help to cement a PE consciousness among their tutors and concurrently, therefore, in a pedagogical context, open up alternative avenues for deliberating the significance of PE. One respondent in particular, represented in E25, advocated for direct action in exploiting UK HE's investment in PE that might move it beyond supporting and talking to full systemic integration:
If we manage to put the right kinds of support and training into place and focus on building PE into academic programmes at undergraduate and postgraduate levels, it is possible to change the culture little by little . . . The question is whether we (in the UK) can capitalise on the fact that our funding councils have been in the vanguard in this respect. If so, the UK could become a leading light in actually doing PER (as opposed to being a leading light in policy and support for PER which it is at the minute). (E25)
Discussion
Whilst we are cognizant of the cost implications and funding requirements of PE, we detect within respondents' accounts a tension between the value of PE being reified by the availability and provision of dedicated funding streams and the economization of PE or more precisely, the value of PE being adjudged solely in economic terms. In the latter case, we perceive PE as being yet another part of the academic portfolio and aspect of university life, much like teaching and research, to be fiscally rationalized and, therefore, operationalized on the basis of performance management. Yet this is a trend we have observed not only in an HE but policy context and from the unique perspective of having conducted evaluations of public dialogues for policy purposes (cf. Watermeyer and Rowe 2013 , 2014 , 2016 where a pre-set evaluative criterion of value for money is standard. This kind of monetarization of the value of PE is, however, to our mind not only reductionist but short-sighted, in so much as any justification formed on a cost-benefit analysis will likely be only conjectural and prone to missing more profound yet less tangible or less easily articulated benefits. It also, however, confirms a fear of universities being led to focus on aspects of their portfolio that are most efficiently measured (cf.
Olmos-Peňuela, Benneworth and Castro-Martinez 2013).
Where the justification for PE is made on the basis of academics' securing research funding or high evaluative scores in a system of national research assessment, its current and future state and status appears inseparably bound with HE's neoliberalization and the inescapability of academics from a 'competition fetish'. The professionalization of PE and its operationalization by HE administrators or 'para- the way with which researchers -certainly those operating within more applied or public-interfacing disciplinary contexts -are 'engaged'. Whilst we sympathize with such a view and are able to self-reflect on our own position as researchers working within a disciplinary context that is inherently public facing, we would caution against an assumption that just because researchers are involved with public groups they are automatically engaged with public groups. Such an assumption, to our mind, fails to capture the nuance in the researcher/public interface and certainly, variable gradations of emotional investment in becoming an 'engaged researcher'.
Consequently, whilst we might hope that the majority of researchers who involve the public in their research engage the public in their research, we suspect that frequently such engagement is felt to be a task more 'usefully' undertaken by administrators or early career researchers.
Such a shift also denotes that despite divergence in the types of roles declared by respondents, their institutional function is becoming, perhaps unknowingly, more narrowly defined and homogenized. Concurrently, it appears not all that surprising that their suggestions for ameliorating the future of PE in HE are bounded to a rationalization of PE as a lever of positional goods such as career advancement and research income and prestige. What is patently missing from respondents' recommendations and future imaginings though, is any sense of the potential of PE decoupled from research governance. Our respondents' perhaps unconscious and unguided drift towards this specific interpretation and imagining of PE raises questions beyond the scope of this study to do with the extent to which the professional service role in PE in universities is exclusive to the amelioration of the research environment; particularly as it is understood and valued in the terms of performance evaluation. Moreover, we recommend further research that analyses potential differences in interpretations (and implementations) of the future of PE as might exist between professional service and academic staff operating across different kinds of universities and in different locales, which ultimately might also include a focus across other national HE sectors. Closer examination of the way PE is represented as either a form of or route to impact in the context of REF2014 impact case studies is also necessary in determining the extent of diversity in types of PE activity pursued by different researchers, disciplines and ultimately universities and also how plans for PE might change or remain the same in future REF impact
submissions.
Conclusion
For now, we are left to speculate on two highly polarized future imaginings for PE in UK universities and more broadly in other national contexts. In the first imagining we perceive a danger that the potential for academics to practice social responsibility and public citizenship through a plurality of diverse external engagements will recede and be cauterized by an urgency to expedite narrow predetermined impacts.
In this situation, the kinds of communicative and relational freedoms attributed to PE may erode in tandem with the deepening of its institutionalization. In the second imagining we perceive almost an opportunity for regulatory mechanisms like the REF to open-up the potential for more diverse associations and applications of knowledge through PE and concomitantly greater inventiveness, ingenuity, freedom and movement in PE practice, where academics with the help of professional PE support staff attempt to inveigle the favour of performance assessors.
These two disparate imaginings are also indicative of the kinds of challenges and tensions, particularly those that exist between policy and practice in UK HE, affecting the mission and governance of universities at a time of unprecedented change for the sector. They also suggest the possibility and perhaps even the (co)existence already of two synchronous, non-exclusive realities of UK HE. The first reality is the homogenization of the academic portfolio and institutional governance becoming increasingly isomorphic, as the various missions of universities become ever more bound to and restricted by a common denominator of institutional performance.
The second reality is of the potential for universities to affect genuine social change, where a greater focusing and investment in PE -albeit primarily in the terms of REF -enables better technologies; better external collaborations; greater expertise and professionalization; greater bravery; and greater commitment to PE as a core institutional mission.
